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(57) ABSTRACT

Integrated circuits with multi-level memory cells and meth-
ods for producing the same are provided. A method for pro-
ducing an integrated circuit with a multi-level memory cell
includes forming a gate insulator overlying a substrate. A
select gate is formed overlying the gate insulator such that one
multi-level memory cell includes one select gate. A thin film
storage layer with nanocrystals is formed overlying the select
gate and the substrate, and a left and right control gate are
formed on opposite sides of the select gate such that the thin
film storage layer is between the substrate and each of the
control gates. A left implant and a right implant are formed in
the substrate such that the select gate, the left control gate, and
the right control gate are positioned between the left and right
implants.

17 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets
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1
MULTI-LEVEL. MEMORY CELLS AND
METHODS FOR FORMING MULTI-LEVEL
MEMORY CELLS

TECHNICAL FIELD

The technical field generally relates to multi-level memory
cells, and more particularly relates to multi-level memory
cells with thin film storage crystals (also known as silicon
nanocrystals).

BACKGROUND

The semiconductor industry is continuously moving
toward the fabrication of smaller and more complex micro-
electronic components with higher performance. Memory
cells are an important component of many microelectronic
components, and smaller memory cells that can store more
information are desirable. The standard one bit memory cell
can store one bit of data as either a logical “0” or a logical “1”
state. A multi-level memory cell can store more than one bit of
data. For example, a two bit memory cell can store 4 logical
states of data (2%) as either a “00”, a “01”, a “10”, ora “11”.
A three bit memory cell can store eight bits of data (2*), and
so on. Multi-level memory cells frequently reduce manufac-
turing costs per bit of data stored, because the same produc-
tion steps are used for multiple bits to achieve a higher density
memory array for a given “footprint™ or area. Multi-level
memory cells also shrink the area required to store a bit of
data, so smaller components are possible.

One type of memory cell is flash memory that is non-
volatile and re-writable. Non-volatile memory retains stored
information even when the memory cell is de-powered, and
stored information can be changed when a memory cell is
re-writable. Most multi-level memory cells in production
today are non-volatile. Some memory cells for flash memory
store information by either charging or draining an electri-
cally isolated component, and the information is recalled by
determining if the isolated component is charged or not. One
type of memory cell used for flash memory is a thin film
storage cell that uses discrete storage crystals, called silicon
nanocrystals, to hold the charge. The storage crystals are
relatively small, so thin film storage cells are useful for reduc-
ing the size of memory cells. However, the use of thin film
storage cells for multi-level memory cells could decrease the
area required to store a set amount of information.

Accordingly, it is desirable to provide multi-level memory
cells with reduced size, and methods for producing the same.
In addition, it is desirable to provide non-volatile flash multi-
level memory cells using thin film storage layers, where the
memory cell is re-writable. It is also desirable to provide
methods for producing such memory cells. Furthermore,
other desirable features and characteristics of the present
embodiment will become apparent from the subsequent
detailed description and the appended claims, taken in con-
junction with the accompanying drawings and this back-
ground of the invention.

BRIEF SUMMARY

Integrated circuits with multi-level memory cells and
methods for producing the same are provided. In an exem-
plary embodiment, a method for producing an integrated
circuit with a multi-level memory cell includes forming a gate
insulator overlying a substrate. A select gate is formed over-
lying the gate insulator such that one multi-level memory cell
includes one select gate. A thin film storage layer with nanoc-
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2

rystals is formed overlying the select gate and the substrate,
and a left and right control gate are formed on opposite sides
of the select gate such that the thin film storage layer is
between the substrate and each of the control gates. A left
implant and a right implant are formed in the substrate such
that the select gate, the left control gate, and the right control
gate are positioned between the left and right implants.

In another embodiment, a method is provided for produc-
ing an integrated circuit with a multi-level memory cell bank
with a plurality of multi-level memory cells. A plurality of
select gates are formed overlying a substrate in a plurality of
rows and a plurality of columns. A thin film storage layer with
nanocrystals is formed overlying the substrate and the plural-
ity of select gates. A left and right control gate are formed
overlying the thin film storage layer on opposite sides of each
select gate. A left and right implant are formed in the substrate
on opposite sides of each left and right control gate such that
each multi-level memory cell includes one select gate, one
left control gate, and one right control gate positioned
between one left implant and one right implant. A left control
gate word line, a right control gate word line, and a select gate
word line are formed in electrical connection with the left
control gate, the right control gate, and the select gate, respec-
tively, of each multi-level memory cell in one row. A left
implant bit line and a right implant bit line are formed in
electrical contact with the left implant and the right implant,
respectively of each multi-level memory cell in one column.

An integrated circuit with a plurality of multi-level
memory cell is provided in another embodiment. Each multi-
level memory cell includes a substrate and a single select gate
overlying the substrate. A left and right control gate overlie
the substrate such that the select gate is positioned between
the left and right control gate. A thin film storage layer includ-
ing a plurality of nanocrystals is positioned between the left
control gate and the substrate, and between the right control
gate and the substrate. A left implant and a right implant are
within the substrate and adjacent to the left and right control
gate, respectively, such that the left control gate, the select
gate, and the right control gate are positioned between the left
and right implants.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present embodiments will hereinafter be described in
conjunction with the following drawing figures, wherein like
numerals denote like elements, and wherein:

FIGS. 1-7 illustrate, in cross sectional views, a multi-level
memory cell and methods for fabrication the same in accor-
dance with exemplary embodiments; and

FIG. 8 is a schematic drawing of an exemplary multi-level
memory cell bank with a plurality of multi-level memory
cells.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The following detailed description is merely exemplary in
nature and is not intended to limit the various embodiments or
the application and uses thereof. Furthermore, there is no
intention to be bound by any theory presented in the preced-
ing background or the following detailed description.

Multi-level memory cells and methods for producing the
same according to various embodiments are provided herein.
The multi-level memory cell has a left and right control gate
formed as self aligned side wall spacers on opposite sides of
a single select gate, where the left and right control gates and
select gate overlie a substrate. A thin film storage layer is
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formed between the control gates and the substrate, where the
thin film storage layer includes nanocrystals within an insu-
lating material, and where the nanocrystals are capable of
storing an electrical charge. A left and right implant are
formed within the substrate such that the left control gate, the
select gate, and the right control gate are positioned between
the left and right implant. The left and right implants act as a
source and a drain, and the implant acting as the source or
drain switches when reading the multi-level memory cell to
the left or to the right. A left control gate word line, a select
gate word line, a right control gate word line, a left implant bit
line, and a right implant bit line are all formed and used to
operate the multi-level memory cell. The memory cell is read
to the left to determine if there is a charge in the thin film
storage layer between the left control gate and the substrate.
When reading to the left, the left and right control gates and
the select gate are charged, and the right implant is charged
and serves as the drain while the left implant is grounded and
acts as the source. If the current between the left and right
implants is small, the thin film storage layer between the left
control gate and the substrate is charged, and if the current is
large, the thin film storage layer is not charged. To read the
thin film storage layer between the right control gate and the
substrate, the charges on the left and right implant are
reversed, and the process is repeated.

Reference is now made to the exemplary embodiment
illustrated in FIG. 1. The method of producing a multi-level
memory cell 10 includes providing a semiconductor substrate
12. As used herein, the term “semiconductor substrate” will
be used to encompass semiconductor materials convention-
ally used in the semiconductor industry from which to make
electrical devices. Semiconductor materials include monoc-
rystalline silicon materials, such as the relatively pure or
lightly impurity-doped monocrystalline silicon materials
typically used in the semiconductor industry, as well as poly-
crystalline silicon materials, and silicon admixed with other
elements such as germanium, carbon, and the like. In addi-
tion, “semiconductor material” encompasses other materials
such as relatively pure and impurity-doped germanium, gal-
lium arsenide, zinc oxide, glass, and the like. The semicon-
ductor material is preferably a silicon substrate. The silicon
substrate may be a bulk silicon wafer (as illustrated) or may be
a thin layer of silicon on an insulating layer (commonly
known as silicon-on-insulator or SOI) that, in turn, is sup-
ported by a carrier wafer. Following standard semiconductor
techniques, isolations are formed between transistors, such as
shallow trench isolations (not shown), and the substrate is
cleaned as needed.

A gate dielectric layer is formed overlying the substrate, for
example by thermally oxidizing a top surface of the substrate
12 to produce silicon oxide. As used herein, “overlying”
means “on” such that the gate dielectric layer physically
contacts the substrate 12, or “over” such that another material
layer, such as an interfacial layer, may lie in between the gate
dielectric layer and the substrate 12. The top surface of the
substrate 12 is oxidized by exposing it to an oxidizing ambi-
ent, such as oxygen or steam, at a temperature of about 900
degrees centigrade (° C.) to about 1,100° C. Alternatively, the
gate dielectric layer 16 could be other insulating materials,
such as silicon nitride, silicon oxynitride or the like, or a high
dielectric constant insulator (“high-k dielectric™) deposited
by chemical vapor deposition, atomic layer deposition, or
other methods.
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After the gate dielectric layer is formed, a select gate mate-
rial layer is formed overlying the gate dielectric layer. In an
exemplary embodiment, the select gate material layer is
formed by depositing polycrystalline silicon (hereinafter
“polysilicon”) overlying the gate dielectric layer, then depos-
iting a hard mask layer overlying the polysilicon. The poly-
silicon can be deposited by low pressure chemical vapor
deposition in a silane environment, and the hard mask layer
can be silicon nitride, for example, which is deposited by low
pressure chemical vapor deposition with ammonia and
dichlorosilane. A layer of photoresist (not shown) is then
deposited overlying the hard mask layer, such as by spin
coating, and the photoresist is patterned with a mask and
electromagnetic radiation (light). In an exemplary embodi-
ment, deep ultraviolet (DUV) electromagnetic radiation is
provided by a KrF laser at about a 248 nanometer wavelength,
or by an ArF laser at about a 193 nanometer wavelength. The
patterned photoresist is developed, such as with a solvent, to
expose the hard mask layer except for portions that will
overlie a select gate 18. Portions of the exposed hard mask
layer, the underlying polysilicon, and the underlying gate
dielectric layer are then removed to leave the select gate 18, a
portion of the hard mask 20 directly overlying the select gate
18, and a gate dielectric 16. The exposed hard mask 20 can be
etched with a plasma reactive ion etch using, for example,
hydrogen and nitrogen trifluoride, and the exposed polysili-
con can be etched with difluoromethane and sulfur hexafluo-
ride. The gate dielectric layer can be etched with a reactive ion
etch using carbon tetrafluoride in a hydrogen plasma. Other
well known etching processes can also be used as appropriate,
and as known by those skilled in the art. The photoresist is
removed, such as with an oxygen containing plasma, after
portions of the hard mask 20 and the polysilicon are removed.
An antireflective coating (not illustrated) can optionally be
formed overlying the polysilicon of the select gate 18 to
improve the photoresist patterning accuracy.

Referring now to FIG. 2, a thin film storage layer 30 is
formed overlying the substrate 12, the hard mask 20, and the
vertical side portions of the select gate 18 and the gate dielec-
tric 16. The thin film storage layer 30 has several different
components, described below, including isolated silicon
nanocrystals 32 that serve as storage nodes for electrical
charges in the multi-level memory cell 10.

Several known methods can be used to form the thin film
storage layer 30, and alternate methods can be used in differ-
ent embodiments. In an exemplary embodiment, a bottom
dielectric layer 34 of oxynitride is uniformly deposited over-
lying the multi-level memory cell 10, including the substrate
12, the select gate 18, the gate dielectric 16, and the remaining
hard mask 20, such as by plasma enhanced chemical vapor
deposition using nitrous oxide and silane. The nanocrystals
32 are then formed on the bottom dielectric layer 34. Amor-
phous silicon is deposited on the bottom dielectric layer 34,
such as by chemical vapor deposition, plasma enhanced
chemical vapor deposition, or sputtering. In one exemplary
embodiment, the amorphous silicon is deposited by chemical
vapor deposition at about 300° C. to about 550° C. for about
10to about 150 seconds in an ambient of nitrogen and disilane
at a ratio of disilane to nitrogen of about 11/5,000. The amor-
phous silicon is then annealed, such as by heating to about
600° C. to about 1,050° C. for about 1 to about 60 seconds in
a nitrogen ambient, and the amorphous silicon agglomerates
into a plurality of nanocrystals 32 when annealed. A second
anneal, such as from about 300° C. to about 1,050° C. for
about 1 to about 60 seconds in an oxygen ambient, is then
performed to reduce the number of small nanocrystals 32,
because some of the smaller nanocrystals 32 will either fully
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oxidize or be absorbed by another nanocrystal 32 to increase
in size. Silicon is then deposited overlying the nanocrystals
32 and the bottom dielectric layer 34. In an exemplary
embodiment, the silicon is deposited by chemical vapor depo-
sition at about 300° C. to about 550° C. for about 10 to about
150 seconds in an ambient of nitrogen and disilane with a
concentration ratio of disilane to nitrogen of about 11/5,000.
Another anneal is performed to ensure the existing nanocrys-
tals 32 absorb the silicon just deposited. In an embodiment,
the anneal is performed by heating from about 600° C. to
about 1,050° C. for about 1 to about 60 seconds in a nitrogen
ambient. This is followed by another anneal to grow a nanoc-
rystal dielectric surface layer 36 of silicon oxide around the
nanocrystals 32, such as by heating from about 300° C. to
about 1,050° C. for about 1 to 60 seconds in an oxygen
ambient. The resulting nanocrystals 32 are about 0.1 to about
50 nanometers in diameter in an exemplary embodiment, and
are encased in the nanocrystal dielectric surface layer 36.

A top dielectric layer 38 is then deposited overlying the
bottom dielectric layer 34 and the nanocrystals 32. A wide
variety of dielectric materials can be used in the top dielectric
layer 38, including but not limited to silicon oxide, silicon
nitride, or other insulating materials such as high dielectric
constant materials (high K materials). In an exemplary
embodiment, a top dielectric layer 38 of silicon oxide is
deposited by chemical vapor deposition using silane in an
oxygen ambient. The top dielectric layer 38 overlies the
nanocrystals 32, but also fills the space between adjacent
nanocrystals 32 such that the nanocrystals 32 are encased in
dielectric material by the nanocrystal dielectric surface layer
36, the top dielectric layer 38, and the bottom dielectric layer
34. Therefore, the nanocrystals 32 save and store an electric
charge until a sufficient electric voltage causes the charge to
tunnel across the surrounding dielectrics. In the same manner,
a sufficient electric voltage is needed to charge the nanocrys-
tals 32 from an uncharged state. Other known methods can
also be used to form the thin film storage layer 30 in alternate
embodiments.

Reference is now made to FI1G. 3. A left control gate 40 and
a right control gate 42 are formed on opposite sides of the
select gate 18, with the thin film storage layer 30 positioned
between the select gate 18 and the left and right control gates
40, 42. The terms “left” and “right” are used herein to denote
two different components, but are not used to indicate the
position of those components. Therefore, the left and right
control gates 40, 42 are not one single component, but are two
separate components, and the left control gate 40 is not nec-
essarily to the left of the right control gate 42. The terms “left”
and “right” are used in a similar manner for other components
below, where “left” and “right” do not indicate the position of
one component relative to another. In an exemplary embodi-
ment, the left and right control gates 40, 42 are formed as self
aligned spacers on opposite sides of the select gate 18, so the
left and right control gates 40, 42 have an approximately
triangular shape. The approximately triangular shape of the
left and right control gates 40, 42 is not necessarily a perfect
triangle, and in many embodiments the hypotenuse tends to
have a bowed or bent shape, as illustrated, but the left and
right control gates 40, 42 still have a generally triangular
shape with 3 distinct sides. The spacer form of the left and
right control gates 40, 42 facilitates manufacture of the multi-
level memory cell 10 in a small space, because the left and
right control gates 40, 42 do not extend very far beyond the
select gate 18. The self-aligned spacer form also reduces the
number of lithographic masks over a more conventional poly-
silicon deposition, lithographic patterning, and etch tech-
nique, but the more conventional form of the left and right
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control gates 40, 42 can be used in some embodiments. The
thin film storage layer 30 serves as a dielectric to electrically
separate the select gate 18 from the left and right control gates
40, 42. In an exemplary embodiment, the left and right control
gates 40, 42 are formed by depositing polysilicon overlying
the thin film storage layer 30, and then anisotropically etching
the polysilicon with a reactive ion etch using sulfur hexafluo-
ride. The anisotropic etch is stopped before etching the sub-
strate 12 and the thin film storage layer 30 beyond the select
gate 18 and the left and right control gates 40, 42. In an
alternate embodiment (not shown), the thin film storage layer
30 is removed overlying the substrate 12 beyond the left and
right control gates 40, 42.

The left and right control gates 40, 42 extend to a control
gate height, indicated by a double headed arrow 44, that is
greater than a select gate height, indicated by a double headed
arrow 46, because the left and right control gates 40, 42
extend to about the level of the hard mask 20 overlying the
select gate 18. The thin film storage layer 30 may or may not
be present overlying the hard mask 20 in various embodi-
ments, but the thin film storage layer 30 is relatively thin
compared to the hard mask 20 and the select gate 18 so it has
little impact on the control gate height 44. The control gate
height 44 is the distance relative to a top surface of the thin
film storage layer 30 underlying the left and/or right control
gate 40, 42 to the highest point of the approximately triangu-
lar left and/or right control gates 40, 42. The select gate height
46 is the distance relative to a top surface of the thin film
storage layer 30 underlying the left and/or right control gate
40, 42 to the interface between the hard mask 20 and the select
gate 18.

Referring now to the exemplary embodiment illustrated in
FIG. 4 with continuing reference to FIG. 3, a hard mask
photoresist 48 is formed overlying the select gate 18 and hard
mask 20, the left and right control gates 40, 42, and the
substrate 12. The hard mask photoresist 48 is then patterned
and developed to expose the thin film storage layer 30 over-
lying the hard mask 20 and the select gate 18. The hard mask
photoresist 48 can be deposited by spin coating, patterned by
exposing selected areas to light, and developed with an
organic solvent to remove the desired areas with an organic
solvent. The hard mask photoresist 48 remains to mask logic
areas, high voltage areas, and other electronic components
(not shown) used in the integrated circuit with the multi-level
memory cell 10. The thin film storage layer 30 is removed,
such as by a wet etch with dilute hydrofluoric acid, and the
hard mask 20 is removed, such as with a reactive ion etch
using carbon tetrafluoride, difluoromethane, and oxygen. The
upper surface of the select gate 18 thus is left exposed. The
hard mask photoresist 48 is then removed, such as with an
oxygen containing plasma. In some embodiments, the left
and right control gates 40, 42 are leveled by chemical
mechanical planarization to a point where the control gate
height 44 is essentially the same as the select gate height 46,
as illustrated in FIG. 5, with continuing reference to FIG. 4.
The left and right control gates 40, 42 can be leveled after the
hard mask photoresist 48 is removed, or at several other
points in the process. Leveling the left and right control gates
40, 42 can aid in aligning contacts with the left and right
control gates 40, 42, but also increases manufacturing costs
by adding a leveling step to the manufacturing process.

An implant photoresist 54 is formed overlying the multi-
level memory cell 10 and is patterned and developed to
expose selected portions of the substrate for a left and right
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implant 50, 52, as illustrated in FIG. 6. The implant photore-
sist 54 also masks logic areas, high voltage areas, and other
electronic components (not shown) used in the integrated
circuit. A left implant 50 and a right implant 52 are formed in
the substrate 12 adjacent to the left and right control gates 40,
42, respectively, such that the left and right control gates 40,
42 and the select gate 18 are positioned between the left and
right implants 50, 52. The left and right implants 50 are
formed by implanting conductivity-determining ions into the
substrate 12. The ions are either “N” type, such as phosphorus
or arsenic, or “P” type, such as boron or boron difluoride
depending on the type of multi-level memory cell 10 desired,
but other types of ions can also be used. Defects from the
implanting process are corrected by a post-implant annealing
step at about 900 degrees centigrade (° C.).

Referring now to FIG. 7, with continuing reference to FIG.
6, the implant photoresist 54 is removed, such as with an
oxygen containing plasma. A surface dielectric 56 is formed
on the exposed surfaces of the left and right control gates 40,
42 and the select gate 18. In one embodiment, the surface
dielectric 56 is silicon oxide that is formed by oxidizing the
exposed polysilicon on the left and right control gates 40, 42
and the select gates 18, such as by exposure to an oxidizing
ambient at elevated temperatures. The surface dielectric 56
insulates the left and right control gates 40, 42 and the select
gate 18 to aid in the function of the multi-level memory cell
10. Logic gate spacers 60 are formed along the side surfaces
of' the left and right control gates 40, 42 following a logic and
high voltage lightly doped drain implant over the masked
logic areas, high voltage areas, and other electronic compo-
nents (all not shown) used in the integrated circuit. The logic
gate spacers 60 further insulate the left and right control gates
40, 42, and aid in proper positioning of electrical contacts
(described below.) The logic gate spacers 60 may be formed
by depositing a composite silicon oxide and silicon nitride
layer (which assumes an “L.”” shape adjacent to the vertical left
and right control gates 40, 42) over the exposed surfaces of the
multi-level memory cell 10, and subsequent anisotropic etch-
ing. In an exemplary embodiment, the silicon nitride layer is
deposited by low pressure chemical vapor deposition using
ammonia and dichlorosilane, the silicon oxide layer is depos-
ited by chemical vapor deposition with tetracthylorthosilicate
(TEOS), and the composite layer is then anisotropically
etched by reactive ion etching with carbon tetrafluoride, dif-
luoromethane, and oxygen. The anisotropic etch leaves some
of' the silicon nitride/silicon oxide composite layer along the
vertical or near-vertical surfaces of the left and right control
gates 40, 42 to form the logic gate spacers 60. The etch is
allowed to remove the composite silicon oxide and silicon
nitride layer from the top surface of the left and right control
gates 40, 42, which are more horizontal than other portions of
the left and right control gates 40, 42.

The vertical or near-vertical logic gate spacers 60 form a
natural insulator between the left and right control gates 40,
42 and the select gate 18, respectively. This aids in the for-
mation of the silicided contact points 62 on the left and right
control gates 40, 42 and the select gate 18 without forming an
electrical short between the select gate 18 and either the left or
right control gate 40, 42. The contact areas 62 are then sili-
cided to improve electrical connectivity. The contact areas 62
include upper surfaces of the left and right control gates 40,
42; the select gate 18; and the left and right implants 50, 52.
Any remaining dielectric over the contact areas 62 is
removed, for example by a reactive ion etch with hydrofluoric
acid. Metal is then deposited overlying the contact areas 62,
such as by depositing nickel using chemical vapor deposition,
and the deposited metal reacts with the silicon at the contact
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areas 62 upon annealing to form a silicide. The silicide at the
contact areas 62 aids in electrically connecting the various
components of the multi-level memory cell 10 to other elec-
tronic components. An interlayer dielectric 64 is formed over-
lying the multi-level memory cell 10, such as by depositing
silicon oxide by chemical vapor deposition using silane and
oxygen, but other insulating materials can also be used. Vias
(not shown) are formed through the interlayer dielectric 64 to
the contactareas 62. Contacts 66 are formed within the vias to
electrically connect the contact areas 62, and the associated
portions of the multi-level memory cell 10, with other elec-
tronic components in an integrated circuit. The contacts 66
are formed using standard techniques well known to those
skilled in the art, such as forming a titanium/titanium nitride
(Ti/Tin) barrier layer by physical vapor deposition, followed
by depositing a tungsten (W) plug to form the contact.

In an exemplary embodiment, the multi-level memory cell
10 is incorporated into a multi-level memory cell bank 70
including a plurality of multi-level memory cells 10 posi-
tioned in a plurality of rows 72 and columns 74, as illustrated
in FIG. 8, with continuing reference to FIG. 7. Each multi-
level memory cell 10 is formed in essentially the same man-
ner as described above. Bit lines and word lines are formed
using standard techniques well known to those skilled in the
art, and electrically connected to the contacts 66 as further
described below. In an exemplary embodiment, the bit lines
and word lines are formed from copper, which can be depos-
ited using a damascene process by forming a trench, depos-
iting copper by electroless or electrolytic plating from a solu-
tion such as a sulfuric acid copper bath, and subsequent
chemical mechanical planarization to remove the copper
except for within the trenches. There are three word lines for
one column 74 of multi-level memory cells 10, including: a
left control gate word line 80 electrically connected to the left
control gate 40 of each multi-level memory cell 10 in the one
column 74; a right control gate word line 82 electrically
connected to each right control gate 42 in the one column 74;
and a select gate word line 84 electrically connected to each
select gate 18 in the one column 74. There are two bit lines for
each row 72 including: a left implant bit line 86 electrically
connected to the left implant 50 of each multi-level memory
cell 10 in the one row 72; and a right implant bit line 88
electrically connected to each right implant 52 in the one row
72.

The integrated circuit includes many other electronic com-
ponents (not illustrated) that are used to operate the multi-
level memory cell bank 70, such as sense amplifiers, high and
medium voltage supply sources for the word line and bit line
decoders, drivers, etc. These electronic components are
manufactured and connected to the multi-level memory cell
bank 70 using known methods and techniques. The multi-
level memory cell bank 70 is operated by manipulating the
voltage to the various word lines 80, 82, 84, and bit lines 86,
88, and by reading the voltage or current resulting from the
manipulations. The following description is for “N” type
multi-level memory cells 10, but “P” type multi-level
memory cells can also be used with reversed polarities. The
following table illustrates an exemplary embodiment for the
voltages used for various actions for an individual multi-level
memory cell 10 as illustrated in FIG. 8. Reading or writing to
the left indicates actions related to the thin film storage layer
30 underlying the left control gate 40, and reading or writing
to the right indicates actions related to the thin film storage
layer 30 underlying the right control gate 42.
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Voltages for Operation

Read Read Write Write

(left) (right) (left) (right) Erase
CGL (40) 1.5 1.5 9 08to12 13to14
CGR (42) 1.5 1.5 0.8t0 1.2 9 13to 14
SG (18) 1.2 1.2 0.8 0.8 0
LI (50) 0 0.5 5 0 0
RI(52) 0.5 0 0 5 0

CGL—Left control gate (40);
CGR—Right control gate (42);
SG—Select gate (18);
LI—Left implant (50);
RI—Right implant (52)

Writing to the left means depositing an electrical charge on
the nanocrystals 32 in the thin film storage layer 30 underly-
ing the left control gate 40. A portion of the thin film storage
layer 30 is between the left control gate 40 and the select gate
18, but this portion serves a much smaller charge storing
function than the thin film storage layer 30 underlying the left
(or right) control gate 40. This is accomplished by applying a
voltage of about 9 volts to the left control gate 40 while
applying a voltage of about 5 volts to the left implant 50. The
select gate 18 and the right control gate 42 are electrically
“on,” with a small voltage or bias on the select gate 18 and the
right control gate 42. The right implant 52 is grounded, and a
channel area of the substrate 12 under the select gate 18 and
the right control gate 42 is also electrically “on,” due to the
small charge on the select gate and the right control gate 42,
so electrons can travel through the channel area of the sub-
strate 12. Electrons and holes are generated in the right
implant 52, which acts as a drain, and the electrons move
through the channel area of the substrate 12 towards the
voltage of the left implant 50, which is acting as a source. The
holes travel in the direction of the right implant 52, while a
few holes may travel to the grounded well, or are lost in the
form of leakage. The thin film storage layer 30 is programmed
by a process called source side injection. The electrons trav-
elling through the channel area of the substrate 12 toward the
source (left implant 50) are injected onto the nanocrystals 32
across the insulating layers of the thin film storage layer 30 at
the gap region between the select gate 18 and the left control
gate 40 by momentum transfer. The voltage of about 9 volts
on the left control gate 40 provides enough energy (about 3.2
electron volts) for the electrons to inject across the insulating
layers of the thin film storage layer 30 and onto the nanoc-
rystals 32. When the write voltages are terminated, the elec-
trons on the nanocrystals 32 no longer have a sufficient volt-
age to tunnel through the insulating layers around the
nanocrystals 32, so the nanocrystals 32 maintain a charge.
The multi-level memory cell 10 is non-volatile, because the
nanocrystals 32 maintain a charge even when the multi-level
memory cell 10 is de-powered. Similar operations are used to
write to the right, except the right implant 52 and right control
gate 42 are charged while the left implant 50 is grounded and
the left control gate 40 has a low voltage.

The ability to provide flexibility to write one bit per each
write operation while not writing to unselected cells is desir-
able. Accidental or unintended writing can occur in some
integrated circuits, referred to as write disturbs. In this exem-
plary embodiment with the bias voltages range listed above,
all unselected cells that shared the same left implant 50 with
the cell being written to apply a voltage of 0 to the unselected
left and right control gates 40, 42. Likewise, all unselected
cells that shared the same left control gate 40 with the cell
being written to apply about a 1.2 volt bias to the drain (which
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is the right implant 52 in the embodiment described), to
inhibit or reduce the hot electron effect and thereby reduce or
eliminate any unintended writing to unselected cells.

Flash memory erase operations are typically done in block,
sector, or chip modes for fast erase operations, so both the thin
film storage layer 30 is erased under both the left and right
control gates 40, 42 at the same time. The erase operation can
be done with very little active current, such as a total current
in nano amp range due to the nature of the tunneling process.
For a block erase process, where all the memory cells on the
same column 74 are erased, a voltage range of about 13 to
about 14 volts is applied to both the left and right control gates
40, 42 while the left and right implants 50, 52 are grounded.
This erases the stored information by providing sufficient
charge for the electrons on the nanocrystals 32 to tunnel
through the insulating layers and discharge from the nanoc-
rystals 32 onto the left and right control gates 40, 42, respec-
tively. For a sector erase, which contains multiple blocks, all
left and right control gates 40, 42 sharing the same blocks are
on high voltage (about 13 to about 14 volts), while the rest
unselected sectors are on low.

The multi-level memory cell 10 is read to the left by apply-
ing a voltage of about 1.5 volts to each of the left and right
control gates 40, 42, and a voltage of about 1.2 volts to the
select gate 18. The left implant 50 is grounded, so it serves as
a source, and the right implant is charged to about 0.5 volts, so
it serves as a drain. If there is a charge stored on the nanoc-
rystals 32 underlying the left control gate 40, the threshold
voltage is increased and very little current flows between the
left and right implants 50, 52. For example, a current of less
than about one nano amp indicates a charge is stored on the
nanocrystals 32. This is read as a “0”. If there is no charge
stored on the nanocrystals 32 underlying the left control gate
40, the threshold voltage is lower and much more current
flows between the left and right implants 50, 52. For example,
a current of about one micro amp or more indicates no charge
is stored on the nanocrystals 32. This is read as “1”. Sense
amplifiers (not shown) determine the amount of current, and
therefore determine if a “0” or a “1” is read. The multi-level
memory cell 10 is separately read to the left and to the right to
determine the information stored. If no charges are stored on
the nanocrystals 32 under either of the left or right control
gates 40, 42, the multi-level memory cell 10 isread asa “11”,
and if a charge is stored on the nanocrystals 32 underlying
each of the left and right control gates 40, 42 the multi-level
memory cell 10 is read as a “00”. If a charge is stored on the
nanocrystals 32 underlying only the left control gates 40 and
not the right control gate 42, or if a charge is stored only under
the right control gate 42 and not the left control gate 40 the
multi-level memory cell 10 is read as a “10” or as a “01”, and
the manner of reading can vary depending on the designer
convention.

Similar to the unintended write operation or disturb
described above, some integrated circuits have an unintended
read disturb. Certain voltages are used to prevent the unin-
tended read disturb, or the reading of unselected cells. For
example, all unselected cells that either share the selected left
or right implant 50, 52 with the selected cell can apply a
voltage of 0 to the associated left and right control gates 40, 42
and the select gate 18. Additionally, all unselected cells that
shared the same left and right control gates 40, 42 and select
gate 18, or all unselected cells in the same column 74, apply
an inhibitory voltage of about 0.5 volts to the left and right
implants 50, 52 to suppress the disturb.

Each individual multi-level memory cell 10 is located at the
intersection of one column 74 and one row 72 in the multi-
level memory cell bank 70, so the number of the column 74
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and the row 72 serves as the address for that multi-level
memory cell 10. A desired multi-level memory cell 10 is
selected by activating the bit and word lines for the selected
multi-level memory cell 10. In this manner, information is
stored and read from a multi-level memory cell bank 70.

While at least one exemplary embodiment has been pre-
sented in the foregoing detailed description, it should be
appreciated that a vast number of variations exist. It should
also be appreciated that the exemplary embodiment or exem-
plary embodiments are only examples, and are not intended to
limit the scope, applicability, or configuration of the applica-
tion in any way. Rather, the foregoing detailed description
will provide those skilled in the art with a convenient road
map for implementing one or more embodiments, it being
understood that various changes may be made in the function
and arrangement of elements described in an exemplary
embodiment without departing from the scope, as set forth in
the appended claims.

What is claimed is:
1. A method of producing an integrated circuit with a
multi-level memory cell comprising:
forming a gate insulator overlying a substrate;
forming a select gate overlying the gate insulator such that
one multi-level memory cell includes one select gate;

forming a thin film storage layer overlying the select gate
and the substrate, wherein the thin film storage layer
comprises a plurality of nanocrystals;

forming a left control gate and a right control gate on

opposite sides of the select gate and overlying the thin
film storage layer such that the thin film storage layer is
between the left control gate and the substrate, and the
thin film storage layer is between the right control gate
and the substrate;

forming a select gate hard mask overlying the select gate

prior to forming the left control gate and the right control
gate;

removing the select gate hard mask after forming the left

control gate and the right control gate such that the left
control gate and the right control gate extend above the
select gate; and

forming a left implant and a right implant in the substrate

such that the select gate, the left control gate, and the
right control gate are positioned between the left implant
and the right implant.

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising;

forming a left implant bit line electrically connected to the

left implant and a right implant bit line electrically con-
nected to the right implant.

3. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

forming a left control gate word line electrically connected

to the left control gate;

forming a select gate word line electrically connected to the

select gate; and

forming a right control gate word line electrically con-

nected to the right control gate.

4. The method of claim 1 wherein forming the left control
gate and the right control gate further comprises forming the
left control gate and the right control gate with an approxi-
mately triangular shape.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein forming the left control
gate and the right control gate further comprises:

depositing polysilicon overlying the select gate and the

substrate; and

anisotropically etching the polysilicon.
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6. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

leveling the left control gate and the right control gate by
chemical mechanical planarization such that a control
gate height is about the same as a select gate height.

7. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

forming a multi-level memory cell bank by forming a plu-
rality of multi-level memory cells in a plurality of rows
and columns.

8. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

forming an interlayer dielectric overlying the select gate,
the left control gate, the right control gate, the left
implant, and the right implant; and

forming a plurality of contacts through the interlayer
dielectric, wherein the plurality of contacts comprises
individual contacts electrically connected to each of the
select gate, the left control gate, the right control gate,
the left implant, and the right implant.

9. The method of claim 1 wherein forming the thin film

storage layer further comprises:

forming a bottom dielectric layer;

forming the plurality of nanocrystals overlying the bottom
dielectric layer; and

forming a top dielectric layer overlying the plurality of
nanocrystals.

10. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

forming logic gate spacers adjacent to the left control gate
and the right control gate.

11. A method of forming an integrated circuit with a multi-

level memory cell bank comprising a plurality of multi-level
memory cells, the method comprising:

forming a plurality of select gates overlying a substrate in
a plurality of rows and a plurality of columns;

forming a select gate hard mask overlying each select gate;

forming a thin film storage layer overlying the substrate
and the plurality of select gates, wherein the thin film
storage layer comprises a plurality of nanocrystals;

forming a left control gate and a right control gate overly-
ing the thin film storage layer and on opposite sides of
each select gate, wherein the left control gate and the
right control gate are self aligned with the select gate,
and wherein the left control gate and the right control
gate have an approximately triangular shape that extends
above the select gate to the select gate hard mask;

removing the select gate hard mask such that a control gate
height is larger than a select gate height

forming a left implant and a right implant in the substrate
on opposite sides of each left control gate and right
control gate, wherein one multi-level memory cell com-
prises one select gate, one left control gate, one right
control gate, one left implant and one right implant, and
wherein the select gate, left control gate, and right con-
trol gate are between the left implant and the right
implant;

forming a left control gate word line, a right control gate
word line, and a select gate word line, wherein the left
control gate word line, the right control gate word line,
and the select gate word line are electrically connected to
the left control gate, the right control gate, and the select
gate, respectively, of each multi-level memory cell in
one column; and

forming a left implant bit line and a right implant bit line,
wherein the left implant bit line and the right implant bit
line are electrically connect to the left implant and the
right implant, respectively, of each multi-level memory
cell in one row.
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12. The method of claim 11 wherein forming the left con-
trol gate and the right control gate further comprises:

depositing polysilicon overlying the select gate and the
substrate; and

anisotropically etching the polysilicon. 5

13. The method of claim 11 wherein forming the thin film

storage layer further comprises:

forming a bottom dielectric layer;

forming the plurality of nanocrystals overlying the bottom
dielectric layer; and 10

forming a top dielectric layer overlying the plurality of
nanocrystals.

14. The method of claim 11 further comprising:

forming a gate insulator overlying the substrate prior to
forming the plurality of select gates such that the gate 15
insulator is positioned between the substrate and each
select gate.

15. The method of claim 11 further comprising:

leveling the left control gate and the right control gate with
the select gate by chemical mechanical planarization 20
such that the control gate height is about the same as the
select gate height.

16. The method of claim 11 further comprising:

removing the thin film storage layer from over the plurality
of'select gates prior to electrically connecting the select 25
gate word line with the select gates.

17. The method of claim 11 further comprising:

forming logic gate spacers adjacent to the left control gate
and the right control gate.
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